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ABSTRACT 



To make the transition from traditional assessment, which 
was often counterproductive, to an array of assessment applications that will 
be more constructive for students, teachers must expand their vision of the 
relationship between assessment and effective schools. Assessment must be 
used to inform classroom decision making, and it must become part of the 
instruction process. The following chapters lead educators through the 
process of finding a new view of assessment: (1) "Relating Assessment to 

Effective Schools"; (2) "Assessment and Student Motivation"; (3) "Achieving 
Excellence in Assessment"; (4) "Developing Assessment Literacy"; and (5) "A 
Professional Development Strategy." Appendixes contain suggested readings for 
learning teams and a list of standards for the self-evaluation of classroom 
assessment performance. (SLD) 
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The field of student assessment — from methodology and techniques to the use 
of results is changing, and these changes are dramatically affecting the work of 
education employees. 

On one hand, these changes have created new options. For example, classroom 
assessment instruments have expanded to include assessments based on portfolios, 
projects, and performances. Teachers now assess a student’s performance based on 
predetermined criteria more closely aligned with the instructional objectives of the 
lesson and tailor instruction more specifically to individual students. Students 
become partners with the teacher in assessment by having access to these criteria at 
the beginning of the lesson. Classroom assessment is truly becoming an integral part 
of the instructional program as more and more teachers add these assessment tech- 
niques to their repertoire. 

On the other hand, changes in student assessment have created new concerns, 
especially in the use of assessment results. Today, assessment results are being used 
for more than comparing an individual student’s performance against a state or 
national norm, and for more than providing data for making program improvement 
decisions. They are being used to determine the success or failure of teachers and 
schools. Policy makers and others are using large-scale assessments to decide whether 
teachers and schools are providing an adequate education to all students and attaching 
consequences, positive and negative, on the basis of student assessment results. The 
use of student test scores has raised the stakes for all education employees. 

Consequently, student assessment is part of every teacher’s work. In fact, nearly 
one-third of a classroom teacher’s time is spent assessing and evaluating students. 
Many influential groups have identified competence in student assessment as essential 
for the training and licensing of new teachers and the upgrading of the skills of prac- 
ticing teachers (National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Interstate New 
Teacher Assessment Consortium, National Council for Accreditation of Teacher 
Education, Educational Testing Service, and the National Association of State 
Directors of Teacher Education and Certification). These groups estimate that less 
than one-half of currently practicing teachers have received adequate training in stu- 
dent assessment. 

To help members and other educators keep abreast of the ever-changing field of 
student assessment, the National Education Association (NEA) commissioned leading 
assessment experts to write about student assessment from their perspectives. Expert 
Richard J. Stiggins, the author of this book on classroom assessment for student suc- 
cess, proposes a plan for educators to expand their vision of the relationship between 
assessment and effective schools and provides a map to help them move from current 
ways of assessing to the expanded vision. He encourages educators to become a part 
of the process of helping their school or district use assessment to promote student 
achievement. The book is intended to be of use to teachers at all levels, preschool 
through graduate studies, as well as to other education employees. 



The NEA developed the Student Assessment Series to help teachers and other 
education employees improve their knowledge and skills in student assessment and 
hopes readers will find the series a valuable resource for current and future student 
assessment practices. 

Glen W. Cutlip 
Series Editor 
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RELATING ASSESSMENT 
TO EFFECTIVE SCHOOLS 

Those of us who grew up in the 1950s, ’60s, ’70s, or ’80s were not reared in the 
healthiest of assessment environments. In many cases, we were left to guess what 
achievement targets were going to be covered on upcoming tests. We were left to 
“psych out” what the teacher expected. We took standardized tests that reflected 
achievement targets that were a mystery to all concerned — students, parents, and 
even teachers. No one seemed to understand the meaning of the resulting scores. 

Our teachers were told that the multiple choice test was the best way to measure 
student achievement. So they were directed to transform all of their achievement 
expectations into this format, whether it made sense to do so or not. But, they were 
given little or no training on how to do this. We grew up in an assessment environ- 
ment in which teachers were not expected to know how to assess the achievement 
of their students. 

We attended high schools that presumed to describe the entirety of our academ- 
ic attainments, including all that we learned across four years of all those different 
subjects, in the form of a single three-digit number with a decimal point — our grade 
point average. And then, acting at the behest of colleges, they reduced us even fur- 
ther to a “rank in class.” Our goal, we were told, was to finish high in the rank 
order — by whatever means. 

But why, you might be asking yourself, has he written the previous paragraphs 
in the past tense? Has any of this changed in the 1 990s? Do our students experi- 
ence a different kind of assessment world today? While it is tempting to conclude 
that little has changed, I think there is compelling evidence that a new kind of 
assessment world — a far more positive and productive assessment environment — is 
emerging. Consider the evidence. 

Over the past decade, we have learned to put our achievement expectations in sharp 
focus. We possess far clearer understandings today than ever before about what it means 
to be a proficient reader, writer, math problem solver, student of science, critical thinker. 

These refined standards of academic success are being translated into statewide 
tests that differ from the standardized tests we took during our school years. Their 




targets are far clearer to all concerned. As a result, the test scores are far more use- 
ful to administrators and policy makers today. 

In addition, we have come to understand that we can choose from a much wider 
variety of assessment methods than just multiple choice tests. We know, too, how 
to develop and use both objectively and subjectively scored assessments to produce 
dependable information about student achievement. In short, we can differentiate 
very clearly between sound and unsound assessment and grading practices. We 
know, too, how to train educators to meet standards of assessment quality. 

Further, we now understand how to communicate effectively about student 
achievement using far more than just test scores and report card grades. Increasing 
numbers of teachers are relying on portfolios and various student/parent/teacher 
conferences to deliver messages about student success. 

We are becoming very sophisticated at weaving day-to-day classroom assess- 
ment into the teaching and learning process. For example, we can open up the 
assessment design and development processes and bring students in as full partners, 
thus turning assessments into powerfully focused and highly motivational learning 
experiences. 

In short, we are poised to emerge from the counterproductive assessment environ- 
ments of our youth into an array of assessment applications that will be far more con- 
structive for students. But to make this transition, we have work to do. 

The purposes of this book are to explore that scope of work and to: 

• expand your vision of the relationship between assessment and effective schools 
map a journey from where we are now in assessment in American education to 
the expanded vision 

encourage you to become part of the process of helping your school or district 
use assessment to promote student academic well being. 

If the book is successful, you will arrive at the final pages with a strong desire to 
learn more about assessment as a teaching and learning tool. In that case, the anno- 
tated list of references provided in Appendix A will guide you. 

Let’s start with a more complete look at our collective assessment history and 
then build a bridge from there to a far more promising assessment future. 





Over the decades, schools and communities have endeavored to forge strong bonds 
between assessment and effective schools. Assessment has become both a stimulus 
for and the indicator of the impact of school improvement efforts. 



Bond #1 : Assessment for Public Accountability 

Historically we have tried to make assessment a stimulus or driver for change 
through our traditional use of standardized achievement tests for public account- 
ability purposes. A community periodically directs its educators to administer an 
objective, third party assessment of student achievement so parents and taxpayers 
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can see evidence that teachers are doing the job they have been hired to do — pro- 
mote student achievement. 

Further, communities almost always accompany this testing requirement with a 
firmly stated expectation that the scores reported be high. 

This conveys a subtle but forceful message that teachers and administrators had 
better work hard and present quality programs in order to avoid the public embar- 
rassment of low test scores. The not-too-hidden belief is that schools will be most 
effective if communities keep the heat on through the threat of public accountabili- 
ty. In other words, taxpayers and policy makers often operate on the assumption 
that low standardized test scores mean educators are not working hard enough. 
Educators, in turn, do work hard to promote high achievement that can be reflected 
in these periodic test scores. 

This leads to a second attempt on the part of educators to bond assessment and 
effective schools. 

Bond #2: Assessment for Program Planning 

In the service of achieving high scores, school personnel commonly analyze the 
test scores for clues as to how to be more effective, to determine whom to help and 
how. We routinely disaggregate scores on the basis of student demographics and 
examine item analyses as we attempt to find a higher resolution portrait of strengths 
and weaknesses. 

Without question, important insights often come to those who take the time to 
look — insights that can improve the quality of schools. For example, we can iden- 
tify subsets of our student population in need of greater resources. Further, we can 
find particular components of our instructional programs that do not prepare our stu- 
dents to answer particular kinds of questions correctly. 

Going Out of Balance 

While these first two bonds between assessment and quality schools have been 
productive, however, they also have given rise to a serious problem. Policy makers 
have become obsessed with the belief that standardized tests alone can drive schools 
to excellence. This kind of thinking has become so dominant that it has caused us 
to lose perspective on the potential value or importance of standardized tests. 

Our fascination with the power of standardized tests began in the 1940s with our 
first national college admission testing programs, SAT and ACT assessment. 
Regardless of their intended purpose, both turned into accountability tools, and the 
rise and decline of average test scores brought national media attention. Even today, 
we continue to think of test scores as indicators of the health of the American edu- 
cational system. 

In the 1950s we added the first commercially available norm -referenced stan- 
dardized achievement test batteries. And in the 1960s, with the birth of the account- 
ability movement, we witnessed an explosion in the use of these tests in districtwide 
standardized testing programs. All or most of these programs remain in place today. 






In the 1970s, we added statewide testing programs, beginning the decade with 
three and ending it with three dozen. Today that number has grown to forty-eight. 

The 1970s and 1980s brought the addition of the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress. Finally, starting in the 1980s and extending through the late 
1990s, international assessments have been used as a basis for competition in the 
hope that the risk of worldwide embarrassment will promote hard work by 
America’s educators. 

We have witnessed the addition of layer upon layer of evidence of the strength 
of our belief that good tests make good schools. Notice that the progression moves 
further and further from the seat of the educational process, the classroom. In fact, 
when scientists recently reported the possibility of life on Mars, I began to wonder 
if interplanetary assessment might be far behind! 

M y point is not that these various standardized tests are bad or inappropriate. 
Without question, they serve valuable purposes. They can provide information 
about student achievement that can inform important programmatic and policy-level 
decisions. But one need only reflect upon the billions of dollars spent on standard- 
ized testing across all these levels over the past five decades to understand the 
strength of our collective belief that such large-scale tests will lead us to the 
promised land of school improvement. 



The Heart of the Problem 

Reason suggests, however, that while such tests can help improve schools, they 
are far from sufficient if our goal is excellence in education. They are insufficient 
because periodic standardized tests fail to meet the information needs of three crit- 
ical groups whose decisions bear directly on the quality of the schooling experience: 
students, teachers and parents. 

Assessments occurring once a year are not likely to help a teacher who makes a 
decision on average every three to four minutes or a student who must decide every 
day what to do to succeed. Assessments that portray achievement in broad strokes 
will not serve teachers who need high-resolution pictures of student strengths and 
weaknesses. Nor are assessments that supply results several weeks or months after 
the test is administered likely to meet the needs of those who have to decide what 
to do in the classroom right now. 

This is why teachers, students, and parents rely on evidence of student achieve- 
ment generated day to day through the use of the classroom assessment process. 
But here is the paradox we must face: As a society, we have invested billions in the 
service of ensuring the quality of our standardized tests. But how much have we 
been willing to invest to ensure the quality of the day-to-day classroom assessment 
process the other 99.9 percent of the assessments that happen in a student’s life? 
With a few notable exceptions, we have invested nothing. 

We have been so centered on the naive belief that we improve schools merely by 
threatening educators with the potential embarrassment of low standardized test 
scores that we have failed to see the shortcomings of such tests. Student, teacher, 



and school success really hinges on the continuous program of classroom assess- 
ments that happen in between the once-a-year standardized tests. The paradox we 
confront is that we have failed to provide teachers with the classroom assessment 
skills needed to devise quality assessments. Further, we have failed to help them 
understand how to use those assessments in the service of student success. In short, 
as a society and school culture, we have been grossly out of balance in our sense of 
how to use assessment to achieve the excellence we so desperately desire. 

As a result, truly effective 
schools — schools that maxi- 
mize the effectiveness of the 
largest possible proportion of 
their student populations — 
have remained beyond reach. 



a* 



Finding a Better 
Balance 

To find a better balance 
between standardized tests 
and classroom assessment, 
we must expand our vision 
of the relationship between L . 
assessment and effective 
schools to include two important new bonds. 



We have been so centered on 
the naVve belief that we 
improve schools merely by 
threatening educators with the 
potential embarrassment of 
low standardized test scores 
that we have failed to see the 
shortcomings of such tests. 



Bond #3: Assessment for Classroom Decision Making 

The first new bond centers on the use of classroom assessment to inform class- 
room-level decision making. Consider the decisions made by students, teachers and 
parents based on evidence of student achievement generated via day-to-day class- 
room assessment. 

From the day they arrive at school, students look to their teacher for evidence of 
whether they are succeeding. If that evidence suggests that they are succeeding, a 
sense of hopefulness begins to grow in them. This internal wellspring of optimism 
supplies the motivation needed to continue to try, which results in greater achieve- 
ment, which fuels more motivation, etc., and the result is the upward spiral of a suc- 
cess-oriented student. 

On the other hand, if that early evidence suggests to a student that he or she is 
not succeeding, it may lead them to a sense of hopelessness, which robs the student 
of the motivation to try, which leads to further failure and less drive. 

Next, consider the decisions made by teachers on the basis of classroom assess- 
ment evidence: diagnosing student needs, grouping and grading students, pacing 
instruction, evaluating the impact of teaching strategies, etc. These decisions deter- 
mine the success of instruction. Again, consider the consequences of basing them 
on inaccurate information due to poor quality assessment. 



Finally, let’s not overlook the decisions parents make on the basis of evidence of 
their child s achievement sent home from these classroom assessments. These are 
the assessment results that tell parents whether their child needs special help, what 
kind of help, how to allocate family resources for schooling, whether their child’s 
teacher and school are doing a good job, and whether they are being effective parents. 
These decisions, too, are critical to student success and thus require sound day-to- 
day classroom assessment. 

If students, teachers, and parents are going to make decisions of this importance 
on the basis of classroom assessment evidence, we had better be generating depend- 
able evidence of achievement. Imagine the plight of a student making these deci- 
sions on the basis of inaccurate information due to a teacher’s inept classroom 
assessment. And what if the teacher and parents also were being misled by misin- 
formation? Yet, historically, we have failed to acknowledge this bond between 
classroom assessment and school effectiveness and thus have failed to invest the 
resources needed to assure quality. 

Bond #4: Assessment as instruction 

The fourth bond is potentially the most powerful bond. It enables us to use the 
assessment process itself, along with the scores it produces, as a way to attain 
greater student success. Let us explore three applications of this idea: student-cen- 
tered classroom assessment, student-involved record keeping, and student-involved 
communication. 

In student-centered classroom assessment, by opening up the assessment design 
and development process we create the opportunity to bring our students into it as 
responsible partners. This represents an excellent way to reveal to students pre- 
cisely what we expect of them. The result is classrooms in which there are no sur- 
prises and no excuses. 

In student-involved record keeping, we rely on portfolios or other information 
management systems to help students stay in touch with and reflect on their own 
improvement. In this way we enable students to see themselves succeeding as a result 
of their own efforts. The result is a sense of internal control and academic well-being. 

And in the case of student-involved conferences, we assign students responsibil- 
ity for telling at least part of the story of their own improvement during student-led 
parent/teacher conferences. This, too, can serve as a source of internal control that 
can lead to a sense of pride in accomplishment. 

We will be ready to take full advantage of the power of assessment in the service 
of student success only when we are prepared to balance standardized tests used to 
serve their two intended purposes with high-quality classroom assessments used to 
serve their two powerful purposes. 




Our allocation of assessment resources has been out of balance because we have 
regarded assessment primarily as a tool of political power and not as a teaching tool. 






We have used it to drive change. Operating on the assumption that high-stakes 
assessment can drive curriculum, we have used district, state, national, and interna- 
tional assessments to force curricular realignment with the test’s valued achieve- 
ment targets. Then, we have used those same assessments to evaluate school suc- 
cess in implementing the new curriculum. We have compelled educators to “drive 
up those standardized test scores” at all costs, because if they do not, those in visi- 
ble positions of political power will be embarrassed. 

We will begin to achieve the excellence we seek when we replace this simplistic 
view of assessment as a power tool with a vision of assessment as a teaching tool 
also. We can use assessment as a way to achieve (not merely drive and then evalu- 
ate) the high levels of student achievement we desire. 
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ASSESSMENT AND STUDENT MOTIVATION 

Effective teachers know how to use the assessment process to energize and 
inspire their students. Unfortunately, not every teacher is effective in this regard. 
Here’s how assessment connected to my motivation when I was a third grader try- 
ing to learn to read: 

During reading instruction in Miss Green’s third grade class, we took 
out our reading book, opened to the next story, and took turns reading para- 
graphs to each other. From the time I started school, I understood that good 
readers could stand beside their desks and, with their classmates listening, 
say the words offered in the text out loud in the proper order and with the 
expression needed to make the story interesting. 

Each day Eddie Anderson would start with the first paragraph. Seated 
alphabetically, we would proceed down his row and then the next, one-by- 
one reading each paragraph in order. With a last name starting with S, my 
turn came late in the order. 

That was a good thing. I had great difficulty with oral reading. For rea- 
sons we did not understand then but do understand now, I had (and contin- 
ue to have to this day) difficulty connecting my eyes and my mouth. So I 
would stammer, leave words out, insert the wrong words, and lack all 
expression. Most embarrassing! But, there was no escape. 

In order to manage those risks, I devised a crafty strategy. 

A quick aside. After spending the past two decades studying classroom assess- 
ment processes I have concluded that, from the student’s point of view, classroom 
assessment is about risk management. Students consistently ask themselves, how 
can I avoid the embarrassment of being seen as incapable as a learner? The more 
completely we understand their risk management strategies the more thoroughly we 
will understand how to motivate them to want to succeed. But back to my story. 
Here was my risk management strategy in third grade: 




I’d quickly count the students present in class, then count down the 
paragraphs, find my paragraph and practice — so I wouldn’t make too 
much of a fool of myself. 

Sometimes my plan would backfire. If someone had a short paragraph, 
Miss Green might ask that student to read a second one. Oops — the best 
laid plans... I would have to quickly recalculate and practice anew. Or 
other times, Teri Smith, the girl right in front of me, would read two para- 
graphs on purpose — just to set me up! Payback for that incident on the play- 
ground. Or still other times, Miss Green would call on us in random order, 
so I couldn’t practice. My worst nightmare. .. literally! 

But even more troubling was her practice of asking comprehension 
questions during the reading. When she would call on me for an answer, 

I never knew it because I had not been listening. I had been practicing. 

I was labeled a very poor reader. And according to the definition of 
good reading applied in that classroom, that was a correct label. I 
received low grades in reading, and regular messages found their way 
home to Mom and Dad about my poor reading performance. 

My dad, a very hard-working man, was convinced that I was failing 
because I just wasn’t trying hard enough. He told my teacher, “Just send 
the work home, and I’ll see that he does it or else ...” But he was wrong. 

I was trying. I was desperate to overcome this problem. 

Another aside: This is akin to the point of view I mentioned in the opening chap- 
ter on the part of policy makers who assume that if schools are not working, it is 
because teachers and administrators simply are not working hard enough. Just turn 
up the heat, they contend, and things will improve. The problem is that inducing 
fear when the victim does not know how to improve (that is, has no capacity to 
respond) does not result in greater learning. It results only in increased anxiety, 
frustration, and sense of futility. Does that sound like a solid foundation for learn- 
ing? I think not! But that is exactly what happened to me. 

Eventually, I came to believe I would never be a good reader. A sense 
of futility set in and I stopped trying. As a result, I knew that future 
embarrassment was inevitable and I came to hate reading. It was far 
safer for me to become ill just before reading and request a trip to the 
school nurse (risk management). 

The consequences of my internal sense of failure were long-lasting. I 
avoided reading of all sorts (including comic books!) throughout ele- 
mentary school, and just muddled through literature topics in junior high 
and high school. As a direct result of the classroom assessment process 
in the earliest grades, I thought I was incapable of reading, couldn’t do 
anything about it, and found ways to manage the risks. 



I have a confession to make to my high school English teachers. I wrote 
four book reports in high school. They were all about the same book — Lord 
Jim — and I never read the book! Cliffs notes — my risk management strategy. 

It was not until I was in college that I had the breakthrough that per- 
mitted me to find the joy and power of reading — to find that I had been 
wrong for all those years. I can read and learn and thoroughly enjoy the 
process — just not fast and not aloud. 

Note the progression that unfolded here. Non-achievement led to poor perfor- 
mance on assessments and low grades, which, in turn, led to a sense of futility on 
my part and ultimately to my giving up. The point in telling this story is not to indict 
Miss Green for doing a bad job. She had a vision of reading success and assessed 
it well. It does matter that her vision of what it meant to be a good reader was far 
too narrow. And her way of teaching reading, we now understand, was not the most 
effective. To be sure, these factors influenced the results. 

But, I want us to redirect the focus of our attention away from the teacher toward 
how I — the learner — used the classroom assessment process to make critically 
important internal decisions that had long-term implications. Herein lies the crucial 
bond between assessment and student motivation that we must come to understand. 

The essential question is: How can we help our students want to learn? I submit 
that the classroom assessment process can provide that motivation if we use it smart- 
ly. The goal must be to use the assessment process to energize and inspire students — 
not to turn them off by causing them to come to hate reading or math or science. 
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Consider the bond between assessment and student motivation that characterized 
the classrooms in decades past. Historically, how have teachers used assessment to 
motivate students? They have relied on test scores, report card grades, and promo- 
tion as rewards and punishments to encourage or cajole students into behaving in 
academically responsible ways. 

The message was this: Work hard and learn a lot and you will receive high test 
scores. Fail to do so and you will be given low test scores. Accumulate enough high 
test scores over time and you will be given high grades. Fail to compile a record of 
such scores and you will receive failing grades. Achieve enough high grades and 
you will be promoted to the next level. Fail to collect grades that are high enough 
and you will be retained. 

Think about the psychological forces at work here — reward and punishment. 
The motivational system is based on behavior management, on operant and respon- 
dent conditioning. Remember the photographs in your introductory educational 
psychology textbook of pigeons pecking dots to get seeds and rats pressing levers 
to keep from being shocked by the steel grid in the bottoms of their cages? 

We have tended to regard grades as seeds and shocks. If we manage schedules 
of reward effectively, the “reinforced” behavior will continue to be exhibited. So, 



we reinforce academically responsible behavior or its apparent consequences. If we 
use punishment judiciously, we can “extinguish” undesirable behavior. So we 
endeavor to extinguish counterproductive behaviors. 

The problem with this form of motivation, however, is that students are consid- 
erably more complex organisms than pigeons and rats. They can reason in very 
complex ways and figure out how to act in their own apparent best interests. 

Therefore, when they see their own best interests being served by getting high 
grades, they will perform accordingly. And sometimes, offering a valued enticement 
(gold stars or points to accumulate for a pizza) or helping them to understand a poten- 
tially negative consequence of inaction (no recess) will lead them to see the self- 
interest. If we can use rewards and punishments to encourage students to engage in 
activities they might not otherwise experience, without doubt they can benefit. 

We must be careful not to blithely assume that behavior management works this 
simply all the time. Even when it appears to be working, some unfortunate side 
effects can emerge. These are some of the reasons why we must begin to think more 
deeply about the relationship between assessment and student motivation. 

One such problem arises when the grade becomes a light so brilliant in the stu- 
dent’s eyes that he or she cannot see beyond it to understand the required achieve- 
ment. Depending on that grade, the student (perhaps a third grade reader) can learn 
to hate the very form of achievement we want him or her to love. But more impor- 
tantly, if that light becomes too brilliant and the student comes to believe that grades 
must be high regardless of the cost, that student might turn to cheating and misrep- 
resent his or her real achievement. Aside from the moral implications of such 
behavior, consider the consequences for the amount that student will learn. 
Incidentally, reports of the extent of cheating in our nation’s high schools suggest 
that is a very real side effect. 

Another side effect arises when the grade becomes the monetary system of the 
classroom. In this case, students come to believe they deserve a high grade because 
they worked hard on a project, regardless of the quality of work or the amount they 
learned from doing it. We see this play out when students say, “If you aren’t going 
to assign a grade for doing it, it’s not worth doing. I’m just not going to do it.” 
Consider the implications of this for student learning. 

Yet another side effect plays out when grades cause students to minimize their 
risk taking. For instance, when students constantly ask, “Is it going to be on the 
test?” they are trying to find the limits of our expectations so as to play it safe. We 
see that same kind of risk management when high school students opt for easier 
rather than more challenging courses in order to maintain high grade point averages. 

I know GPAs are important. But I am simply asking that we think more deeply 
about the implications of such behavior for the amount these students achieve. 

My point is that we are being naive if we believe we can achieve the academic 
excellence (maximum learning) we seek merely by treating students like pigeons 
and rats and by rewarding and punishing them. Even when it appears to work, 
behavior management may not be working. 

On top of this, there are the times when it’s obvious that the purely grade-based 



behavior management system is not working. Consider the student who has been 
taken to the very edges of her or his capabilities by the teacher. Visualize that student 
standing on the edge of a cliff overlooking a chasm. Standing beside the student is a 
teacher saying, “I want you to go beyond this and learn more. So go ahead and leap.” 
There are two instances in which that demand is going to threaten the student. 

The first is when that student cannot see the other side of the chasm. This hap- 
pens when the student has no idea what the new achievement target is that the 
teacher wants him or her to attain. The other happens when the student can see the 
other side, but retains a personal sense that the distance is just too far, the gap just 
too wide, and that it’s hopeless even to try. In both cases, in the child’s mind, fail- 
ure is inevitable. 

Thus, both instances lead us once again to a risk management dilemma for the 
student: “If I leap, I might disappear down the chasm— just like last time. And it 
hurts to hit the bottom! But if I don’t, I fail anyway. Maybe I should distract them 
by acting out in some very disruptive way. Or maybe I should cheat and fool them 
into thinking I leaped. Or maybe I should just leave and avoid the whole prob- 
lem...” How many times does a primary grade student need to trust his or her 
teacher and take the leap, only to crash into the bottom of the chasm yet again, 
before concluding: Hey, this isn’t working, is it? I must be too dumb to learn.” 
What are the likely consequences for that student’s motivation to strive for acade- 
mic excellence? 

How do we remove learners from this dilemma without removing the require- 
ment that they learn and grow? I’d submit to you that the answer resides in the way 
we use the classroom assessment process to help them find the internal motivation 
they need to risk trying to grow. 

A Wellsprirtg of Student Motivation 

When students are confident, they have the inner reserves to permit themselves 
to venture to the edge of their comfort zones. On the other hand, when they lack 
confidence, they tend to withdraw within their comfort zones and are unwilling or 
unable to behave in ways that might further damage their confidence. 

The teacher’s instructional task is to take his or her students to the edges of their 
capabilities so they can grow from there. But the teacher’s instructional challenge 
comes in two parts. The first is to help each student arrive at the edge still in pos- 
session of the confidence needed to risk the failure that might result from an attempt 
to go even further. The second is to let students know that, when we grow, at first 
we may fail and that is all right. We must stop delivering the message to students 
that failure is a bad thing. Failure is inevitable, especially when we are trying to 
grow. Wise teachers can use the classroom assessment process as an instructional 
intervention to teach these lessons. 

Here is another way of capturing that same thought: Anyone can use the class- 
room assessment process to destroy a student’s confidence. We could probably 
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spend an emotional afternoon sitting 
around telling personal stories about 
how this was done to us during our 
youth. But can we get past this as 
teachers? Are we good enough to 
use the classroom assessment 
process to maintain or even build 
student confidence — especially once 
it has been destroyed? I refer here to 
the creation of an assessment world 
that is the antithesis of the one in 
which most of us grew up. 



Student-centered class- 
room assessment opens 
up the assessment process 
and brings students in as 
partners in monitoring their 
own level of achievement. 



We can use the assessment process to help students bridge the apparently large 
gulf between where they are and where we want them to be by means of student- 
centered classroom assessment, student-involved academic record-keeping and stu- 
dent-involved communication about their own success as achievers. Let me explain 
how these work. 



Student-centered classroom assessment opens up the assessment process and 
brings students in as partners in monitoring their own level of achievement. Under 
the careful management of a teacher who has a vision of what she wants her stu- 
dents to achieve, students are invited to play a role in defining the criteria by which 
their work will be judged. They learn to apply those criteria to the evaluation of 
their own practice work. And they collaborate to apply those standards to the work 
of their classmates. In short, we use student-involved assessment to help them 
understand our vision of the meaning of their academic success. The result is class- 
rooms in which there are no surprises and no excuses. 

Student-involved record-keeping brings them into the process of monitoring 
changes in their performance over time. One way to accomplish this is by having stu- 
dents build portfolios of evidence of their success and by requiring periodic self- 
reflections about changes they see. In effect, we use ongoing student-centered class- 
room assessment as a mirror to help students watch themselves grow. This can be a 
powerful confidence builder by enabling them to feel in control of their own success. 

Student-involved communication brings them into the process of sharing infor- 
mation about their success with their families in student-led parent conferences. 
When students are prepared well over an extended period to tell the story of their 
own success (or lack thereof), they seem to experience a fundamental shift in their 
internal sense of responsibility for that success. The pride in accomplishment that 
students feel when they can tell their stories well is highly motivational. 

In these three ways, we can use student involvement to help them see, understand, 
and appreciate their learning “destination.” This can help our students see our 
achievement expectations of them as being less imposing. And we can help them 
find and follow the path to that success destination by relying heavily on continuous 
student self assessment, which allows them to feel in charge of, rather than victim- 
ized by, the schooling process. In these ways, involvement in assessment, record- 






keeping, and communication helps our students build the self-confidence needed to 
keep stepping off the edges of their capabilities into new learning adventures. 




Our students draw important conclusions about themselves as learners on the 
basis of the information we provide them as a result of our classroom assessments. 
They decide if they are capable of succeeding or not. They decide whether it is worth 
trying or not. They decide if they should have confidence in themselves as learners 
and us as their teachers — whether to risk investing in the schooling experience. 

In this sense, the relationship between assessment and student motivation is 
complex indeed. We should not be so naive as to believe that we can force our stu- 
dents to care merely by manipulating schedules of reinforcement and punishment. 
The downside risk is that such a simplistic system of motivation will turn into a 
game for them, breeding cynicism, not learning. 

The alternative is to find ways to help students learn to respond to more than 
external motivational forces. We need for them to go on internal control — to learn 
to take responsibility for their own academic success. We can do this by making 
them partners in assessment. 

And make no mistake, there is much that we teachers must learn to help students 
find their internal sense of control over their own academic well-being. For 
instance, we must be crystal clear about the achievement targets we want them to 
hit. We must know how to develop high-quality classroom assessments of various 
sorts. We must master the craft knowledge of how to involve students in those 
assessment-design processes. We must understand the principles of effective com- 
munication about student achievement and know how to involve students produc- 
tively in those processes. We have much yet to explore. 




ACHIEVING EXCELLENCE IN ASSESSMENT 

To reach the goal of integrating assessment deeply and constructively into the 
instructional process, we must satisfy five conditions in building assessment envi- 
ronments in schools and classrooms. We must: 

1. Build those environments around a clearly articulated and appropriate set of 
achievement expectations for each student. 

2. Commit to providing accurate , understandable , and usable information about 
student achievement to all key decision makers. 

3. Understand the differences between sound and unsound assessment practices ; 
that is, all concerned with the quality of schools must become “assessment lit- 
erate.” 

4. Lay a. foundation of assessment policy that demands and supports quality 
practices. 

5. Reconsider how best to collect, store, manage, and communicate information 
about student achievement. 

Let’s explore each of these conditions in depth. 



CoDudMloirs II . Clear Aehievemert Expectetfoous 

To assess student achievement accurately, teachers and administrators must 
know and understand the targets their students are to master. We cannot assess (or 
teach!) achievement that we have not defined. To establish clear and appropriate 
expectations, a school district must take three critical steps. 

First, the community and its schools must agree on the ultimate meaning of aca- 
demic success. Graduation requirements are needed, articulating what students 
should know and be able to do by the end of high school. The requirements should 
be based on combined input from several sectors of the community. 

Second, district curriculum directors and faculty across all grade levels must 
decide how the community vision of success can be realized. The result of their 
deliberations must be a continuous-progress curriculum that specifies how students 
move through ascending levels of competence from kindergarten through high 
school to meet the high school graduation requirements. 






Third, a careful audit must be conducted to be sure all teachers are confident, 
competent masters of the achievement targets assigned to them. While districts or 
communities should not anticipate major problems here, neither should they assume 
that all teachers are prepared to deliver their part of the vision. 

Consider how these pieces come together. 

A Vision of Academic Success 

Members of a school community do not always agree on the definition of an 
“effective school.” In some quarters, an effective school is a safe place to house 
children while their families fulfill adult responsibilities. Thus, effective schools 
serve a custodial function. In other quarters, schools are effective when they rank 
students from the highest to the lowest achiever. In this case, schools serve a sort- 
ing function. And in still other quarters, schools serve to produce competent stu- 
dents, so the most effective schools are those that help the largest proportion of stu- 
dents attain their highest levels of achievement. 

These purposes for schooling need not be mutually exclusive. As parents, we 
demand safe schools because the law demands that we place our children there. 
Further, in a competitive society where resources for post-secondary education and 
job opportunities are limited, society asks that students be ranked. But ultimately, an 
increasingly complex, technically sophisticated society demands that its graduates 
master the academic competencies needed in order to be productive contributors. 

Effective schools are achievement-driven institutions. The more students who 
succeed in reaching their potential, the better the school. The more sophisticated the 
achievement targets they hit, the better the school. 

This does not mean that all students will experience the same level of academic 
success. We can never hope for equal achievement because we can never hope for 
equity of ability. But schools cannot be considered effective merely because they 
sort students according to achievement, if the result is a rank order of students who 
have in fact learned very little. 

To succeed, schools must find strategies for blending the views of at least four seg- 
ments of the community. They should solicit the opinions of the family community — 
the parents who entrust their children to schools and the taxpayers who support the 
social institution. In addition, input must be derived from the business community — 
future employers of those successful graduates. Still other advice must come from 
the higher education community — the other destination for our successful gradu- 
ates. And finally, careful consideration should be given to the opinions of those in 
the school community — the teachers who are masters of the disciplines students are 
to learn. 

These community segments bring a wide range of background and experience to 
bear on the question of essential learnings for students. For instance, the family 
community may bring input from the church. The business community will bring a 
sense of the future development of a technological society. The higher education 
community will balance that with a sense of our intellectual foundations. And, the 
school community will bring the best current thinking about academic standards 



from within particular disciplines. In addition, the faculty can bring any state-level 
academic standards to the discussion of local standards. 

The process most school districts use to achieve this synthesis of community val- 
ues is a combination of community meetings and surveys of public opinion. Often 
several iterations of each are needed to reach a consensus — to work through heated 
arguments about differences of opinion. Although we cannot take space herein to 
offer advice on how to make this process work, we know that it is critically important. 

Many school districts have succeeded in assembling diverse sets of educational 
values into composite portraits of their successful graduates. Examples are provid- 
ed in Figure 1. Although the statement of valued achievement expectations is quite 
general, it encompasses many essential ingredients. 



Figure 1 



Examples of High School Graduation 

Requirements 




1 . effective communicators, able to read and listen with comprehension, 
write effectively, and speak clearly in a manner that helps others 
understand them 

2. effective information managers, understanding where and how to 
access and organize the information they need to meet their personal 
and professional needs 

3. effective problem solvers, understanding how to frame problems in 
solvable terms and use their reasoning powers to find appropriate 
solutions 

4. able to access and apply technology to assist them in performing the 
tasks to be accomplished in personal and work settings 

5. prepared to function effectively as members of teams, understanding 
how to contribute to a group effort and provide group leadership 
when appropriate 

6. prepared to be contributing members of a community, taking 
responsibility for community action when and where appropriate 

7. prepared to be lifelong learners, taking responsibility for monitoring 
their own levels of achievement, planning for personal growth, and 
carrying out those plans. 
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A Continuous-Progress Curriculum 

Once a community vision of ultimate success is completed, the professional edu- 
cation community must collaborate across grade levels to map out the routes stu- 
dents will take from kindergarten to grade twelve to achieve success. 

The result of this work must be a carefully planned and completely integrated 
continuous-progress curriculum. That means teachers from primary, elementary, 
middle or junior high, and high schools must meet and divide up responsibility for 
helping students progress grade by grade through increasing levels of academic 
attainment. It means that teachers must interact with one another and plan for the 
contributions to be made by each K-12 team member. 

To illustrate, if students are to become competent readers, educators must speci- 
fy what reading foundations primary grade teachers will need to help their students 
master. How will elementary teachers then build on that foundation? What forms 
of reading competence will middle school or junior high teachers contribute? And 
how will high school teachers top off reading competence that launches confident 
readers into work or college? Not only must each question be thoughtfully 
answered, but each teacher must also know how his or her contribution fits into this 
big picture. 

The planning process must be 
carried out in science, math, read- 
ing, social studies, and other disci- 
plines. We must plan for student 
mastery of content knowledge, spe- 
cific patterns of reasoning, perfor- 
mance skills, and product develop- 
ment capabilities as they play out 
within and across disciplines. 
Planning teams must decide who 
will take what responsibility for 
which forms of student growth. If 
students are to master scientific knowledge, what knowledge must be acquired in 
early grades? And how will later teachers reinforce and build upon prior founda- 
tions? 

Many districts have found it useful to work in cross-grade-level teams to gener- 
ate answers. These planning teams can tap into state standards and grade-level 
benchmarks to assist in finding appropriate divisions of content. They can also con- 
sult the standards being developed by professional associations such as the National 
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, the International Reading Association, and the 
National Council of Teachers of English. 

A continuous-progress curriculum is the foundation of quality assessment, 
because it tells us what we should be assessing to track student progress. To create 
such a program, teachers must meet across grade levels within a local school district 
and work together as teams. 



A continuous-progress 
curriculum is the founda- 
tion of quality assessment, 
because it tells us what 
we should be assessing to 
track student progress. 



Roadblocks to Continuous Progress 

The development of this kind of integrated curriculum can be tricky for several 
reasons. Historically teachers have taught alone. Within general curricular guide- 
lines, they have selected their own educational objectives and designed instruction 
to achieve those objectives. 

In addition, communication among teachers has been hampered by a lack of 
mutual respect across grade levels. Elementary teachers have sometimes found 
high school faculty controlling, and high school teachers have not always respected 
the discipline-based expertise of their primary and elementary school counterparts. 

Besides, our history of academic freedom has entitled teachers to tailor their own 
instructional priorities to topics that interest them or represent their strengths. Those 
who have established personal priorities may be reluctant to reevaluate their empha- 
sis as part of the process of compromise that leads to an integrated curriculum. 

For all these reasons, many districts find it productive to precede curriculum-build- 
ing activities with organizational development in the form of team-building activities. 

Constructing a continuous-progress curriculum in the 1990s can also pose some 
challenging community relations problems. Many who view education from the com- 
munity assume that we already have a curriculum that is integrated across grade lev- 
els. After all, the grade level numbers run in consecutive order and each subject is 
identified as important in each grade. We hear and make common reference to sub- 
sets of this curriculum — “third-grade math,” “a sixth-grade reading level,” “eighth- 
grade science,” and the like. Parents naturally assume that these labels must mean that 
a well-planned and articulated sequence of instruction (and therefore assessment) has 
been laid out for students, with each grade building thoughtfully on those that pre- 
ceded it. Unless the community understands that such a curriculum has not been 
developed, they cannot understand what resources are needed to create one. 

Teacher Support 

With the development of a vision of academic success and a continuous progress 
curriculum, we establish our expectations of students. Obviously, the next key to 
their success is our mastery of the targets we expect them to master. 

Teachers can neither teach nor accurately assess learning they themselves have 
not mastered. A school district cannot afford even one classroom where this condi- 
tion is not satisfied. If just one teacher is incapable of helping students to master 
essential achievement targets, that teacher becomes a weak link in a chain that will 
cause some students to fail because they will not have mastered prerequisites. 

Consequently, once achievement target responsibilities are divided across grade 
levels, school districts must be sure teachers are prepared to help students succeed. 
One challenge in this is to help teachers conduct the open and honest self-reflection 
they need to evaluate their own preparedness. Most of us did not grow up in an 
environment where it was safe to admit our inadequacies, and the adversarial tone 
that often characterizes teacher/supervisor relations has not made it easy for teachers 
to be frank about their needs for improvement. 






Given this history, it is essential that we strive to establish supervisory and pro- 
fessional development environments devoted to excellence — not just minimum 
competence in teaching. This takes a kind of collaboration, trust, and confidence 
that will permit teachers to risk going to their supervisors (in the spirit of profes- 
sional growth) to ask for help in gaining greater mastery of their discipline. Further, 
it takes supervisors who will help them get that help without penalizing such open 
and honest teachers at the next staff evaluation. This kind of growth-oriented envi- 
ronment is essential to help teachers gain the knowledge and skills they need to be 
confident, competent classroom assessors. 

Condition 2. Commitment t© Sesvirtg Ali 
Assessment Users 

By definition, an assessment produces results reflective of a particular student’s 
attainment of a specified set of achievement targets at a single point in time. 
Standardized test results provide achievement data summarized across large num- 
bers of students on multiple targets broadly defined for a particular grade level at 
some point during the school year. These tests provide periodic status reports most 
useful at the program-planning level of decision-making. 

Classroom assessments, on the other hand, are focused on individual student 
attainment of targets defined day-to-day or week-to-week during a particular course 
of study. Because teachers can use repeated assessments, each reflective of the 
achievement of fewer students, they can observe, understand, and manage the evo- 
lution of that achievement. 

Educational decision makers who need only periodic access to information 
reflecting group performance can use standardized test results effectively to satisfy 
those needs. Teachers, students, and parents who need continuous access to high- 
resolution portraits of individual achievement are provided that information by 
classroom assessments. No single assessment can meet the diverse needs of all 
decision-makers. If we are to administer and use assessments with maximum effec- 
tiveness and efficiency, we must plan carefully for their use and understand what 
information is actually needed. 

Understanding Who the Users Are 

We find three levels of assessment users in schools: classroom, instructional 
support, and policy. The first column in Figure 2 describes these categories. 
Columns two and three identify key questions to be answered and the information 
needed to help each user. A school district committed to meeting the needs of all 
assessment users must develop plans for conducting the assessments needed to pro- 
vide the required information — at all levels. 

Instructional staff will obtain the information they need from the teacher’s day- 
to-day classroom assessments. User’s needs at the other two levels are served by 
standardized assessments. 






The essential planning question is, How can we be sure all users receive relevant 
student achievement information in a timely and understandable form? At the class- 
room level, each individual teacher must develop a plan for answering this question. 
At instructional support and policy levels, we need a district plan. 

Planning for Classroom Assessment 

To monitor student achievement effectively and efficiently, all classroom teach- 
ers must begin each unit of instruction or course of study with a clear vision of the 
specific achievement targets their students are to hit. Beginning with the founda- 
tional instructional targets, teachers must understand how their students will 
progress over time to higher levels of academic proficiency. In what order will they 
master more refined structures of content knowledge? How will they come to use 
that knowledge productively to reason and solve problems? What performance 
skills will they master, and in what sequence? What kinds of achievement products 
will they be called upon to create? In short, at the classroom level, continuous 
progress curriculum must be mapped. 

Teachers also must start their instruction with a predetermined plan for assessing 
whether or to what extent each student has reached the required goals. Any teacher at 
any time should be able to provide a written plan for the sequence of assessments to 
track student progress, and for a status report on the completion of those assessments. 

Further, teachers need to weave into their plans a description of how the results 
are to connect to specific targets in a form understandable to students and parents in 
time for the decision-making process. Since students, like teachers, make decisions 
of the sorts identified in Figure 2 on a continuous basis, the feedback plan should 
also reflect ways to keep them in touch with their own progress all along the way. 

Planning for Standardized Testing 

Standardized achievement tests, such as those administered on a districtwide, 
statewide national or international level, are of marginal value to the classroom 
teacher. Please refer again to Figure 2 (classroom level). As mentioned previous- 
ly, standardized tests are administered once a year, cover very broad achievement 
targets, and produce results weeks or months after students have taken them. Thus, 
they are not likely to meet the needs of teachers who make decisions every three or 
four minutes, need high-resolution pictures of student achievement, and must have 
results immediately. 

This does not mean standardized tests have no value. These periodic large-scale 
tests serve the information needs of those who must compare achievement data 
across many classrooms — that is, those who work at the levels of instructional sup- 
port, programwide resource allocation and policy setting (Figure 2). Once again, 
careful planning should guide local practice. In the case of standardized testing, 
however, that planning must be done at the school district level — not by teachers at 
the classroom level. 



Figure 2 

Use of Assessment Results 
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■ Classroom Level r ' r^: 


Student 


Am 1 meeting the teachers 
standards? 

What help do 1 need to succeed? 
Are the results worth my 
investment of energy? 


Continuous information 
about individual 
student attainment of 
specific instructional 
requirements. 


Teacher 


Which students need what help? 
Who among my students should 
work together? 

What grade should appear on 
the report card? 


Continuous information 
about individual student 
achievement. 




Did my teaching strategies work? 
How do 1 become a better 
teacher? 


Continuous assessment 
of group performance. 


Parent 


Is my child succeeding in school? 
What does my child need to 
succeed? 

Is my childs teacher doing 
a good job? 

Is this district doing a good job? 


Continuous feedback on 
the student's mastery of 
required material. 




Instructional Support Level 


Principal/ 
Vice principal 


Is instruction in particular areas 
producing results? 

Is this teacher effective? 

What kinds of professional devel- 
opment will help? 

How shall we spend building 
resources to be effective? 


Periodic assessment of 
group achievement. 


Lead teacher 
(mentor, support 
teacher, dept, chair) 


What does this teacher need to 
do the job? 


Periodic assessment of 
group achievement. 



Figure 2 (continued) 

Use of Assessment Results 





■ Kev;.Quest ontsV ^ 


■fiflfi 




Instructional Support Level | 


Counselor/ 


Who needs (can have access to) 


Periodic assessment of 


Psychologist 


special support services such as 
remedial programs? 

What students should be assigned 
to which teachers to optimize 
results? 


individual achievement. 


Curriculum 


Is our program of instruction effec- 


Periodic assessment of 


director 


tive? 


group achievement. 


Superintendent 


Are programs producing student 


Periodic assessment of 




learning? 


group mastery of district 




Is the building principal producing 
results? 

Which programs need/deserve 
more resources? 


curriculum. 




Policy Level | 


School board 


Are students in the district learning? 


Periodic assessment of 




Is the superintendent producing 
results? 


group achievement. 


State department 


Are programs across the state 


Periodic assessment of 


of education 


producing education results? 


group mastery of state 
curriculum. 


Citizen/ 


Are students in our schools achiev- 


Periodic assessment of 


Legislator 


ing in ways that will allow them to 


group achievement. 


(state or national) 


be effective citizens? 
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The questions that must guide the administration of standardized tests at instruc- 
tional support and policy levels are like those that teachers must ask about their 
classroom assessments. What standardized tests are to be administered at what 
grade levels, reflecting what achievement targets at what point in time? Further, 
who are the specific assessment users to be served by the results? 

A careful analysis of standardized tests currently in use within the school district 
should reveal which achievement targets are being assessed and which are not, as 
well as whose information needs are being met by these tests and whose are not. 

If a district administers an annual districtwide standardized achievement battery 
for public accountability, the district might profile that test in terms of what targets 
are assessed for what students, when the assessments are administered, and what 
specific information/decision-making needs are being served. If standardized tests 
are used for selection of students for special services, which targets are assessed, 
when are they assessed, and precisely how are the results being used? If the district 
participates in a statewide assessment, what are the targets tested, at what levels, and 
for what purpose? Each assessment fills in part of the district’s big assessment pic- 
ture. That big picture might be captured in the form of a table, each row of which 
profiles a standardized test used in the district in terms of: 

• name and form of the standardized test (list each test in a battery separately) 

• students tested (grade level and time of year) 

• specific achievement targets assessed (content knowledge, specific patterns of 
reasoning, performance skills, product development capabilities, or some com- 
bination of these) 

• specific assessment method(s) used 

• how the targets assessed (and their results) relate to the district’s curriculum 

• intended users of results and decisions made based on those results 

• procedures for communicating results to all relevant users 

strategies to verify that results have been understood, interpreted, and used correctly. 

The big picture of standardized testing that emerges from this analysis will reveal 
whether and how the results are connected to users. The district leadership team can 
step back from this comprehensive table and ask: 

1. Are there any redundancies in the tests we use? That is, are we paying for 
multiple assessments to serve the same purposes? Can we eliminate any tests 
with no loss in the coverage of our testing program? 

2. Are there any important instructional support or policy-level information 
needs not served by our current testing program? Should we be adding any 
tests to fill those gaps? 




The formation of productive assessment environments requires that all contribu- 
tors become assessment literate; that is, they must understand how to transform 
achievement expectations into quality assessments. Without assessment literacy, we 
remain unable to gather and use accurate information about student achievement. 



Even in the 1990s, we remain a national faculty of teachers and administrators 
who completed undergraduate and graduate training programs almost completely 
devoid of any of the assessment training needed to do our jobs. Only a handful of 
states require competence in assessment as a condition to be licensed to teach. Only 
three states explicitly require competence in assessment as a condition for certifica- 
tion as a principal. As a result, in many schools and colleges of education there is lit- 
tle interest let alone skill — in addressing this critical aspect of professional compe- 
tence. So it falls to local school districts to rely on in-service programs to fill the gap. 

We prepare teachers to develop and use sound classroom assessments when we 
teach them to apply the six criteria below in judging the quality of any assessment. 
It must: 

• arise from and reflect clear achievement targets 

arise from and promise to serve clearly articulated purposes (users and uses), 
including the purpose of motivating students 

rely on proper assessment methods capable of accurately reflecting the desired 
target 

* sample student achievement in a manner that leads to confident conclusions 
about that achievement 

control all relevant sources of bias that can distort assessment results 

be transformed into timely and understandable communications about student 

achievement. 

We are assessment literate when we know and understand what each of these 
means and when we can apply them in our own learning environment, be it a class- 
room, department, building, district, or state. 




Another important part of a quality assessment program is a statement of com- 
mitment to quality from those in school district leadership positions. That statement 
should make the standards of sound assessment practice clear and understandable, 
spelling out who is accountable for meeting those standards. Such a statement estab- 
lishes the expectation that both teachers and administrators are competent in assess- 
ment and that they are expected to demonstrate that competence in daily practice. 
Policies such as those shown in Figure 3 can guide practice in the proper direction. 

The sample policy statement contains an explicit expectation of assessment com- 
petence that encourages comprehensive professional development. 
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Figure 3 

Sample School District 
Assessment Policy 
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• derive from a clearly articulated set of achievement expectations 

• serve an instructional!/ relevant purpose 

• rely on a proper method 

• sample student achievement in an appropriate manner 

avoid all sources of bias and distortion that can lead to inaccurate 
assessment results 

• connect to instruction in ways that maximize student learning. 

Any assessments not meeting these standards are to be discarded. 

It is the expectation of this school district that all assessments will be 
directly linked to specific instructional goals and thus to student academic 
well-being. Two types of use are considered appropriate: 

1 . providing information for decision making 

2. promoting higher levels of student achievement. 




• classroom (students, teachers, and parents) 

• instructional support (principals, curriculum specialists, support teach- 
ers, and guidance personnel) 

• policy (superintendent, school board, citizens, and taxpayers). 

The district will allocate resources and devise assessment, evaluation, and 
communications programs to meet the information needs of all these users. 

The district acknowledges that assessment can serve as a powerful teaching 
tool. By involving and supervising students in the assessment and evalua- 
tion of their own work, teachers can help them understand the meaning of 
academic success and meet the highest achievement expectations. 
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Figure 3 (continued) 

Sample School District 
Assessment Policy 




master the knowledge base 

attain appropriate levels of reasoning proficiency 

develop the skills 

master the product development capabilities 

attain the motivational dispositions needed to meet these achievement 
standards. 



District staff will devise an articulated curriculum from kindergarten 
through high school designed to divide responsibility for helping students 
make continuous progress toward these targets. Further, the district will 
create an assessment communication system that permits continuous and 
thorough tracking of student progress. 




• selected response (multiple choice, true/false, matching, and fill-in) 

• essay assessments 

• performance assessments (based on observation and judgment) 

• direct personal communication with the student. 

All staff are expected to understand all these options and know how and 
when to apply each. In addition, every staff member must know how to 
use each method to sample student achievement appropriately and how to 
avoid bias and distortion of results when developing and implementing each 
method. Given these understandings, staff are encouraged to experiment 
with innovative applications of these methods in the development of ever 
more accurate assessments of student achievement. 



Personnel Policy and Excellence in Assessment 

Several dimensions of personnel policy may be in need of revision to ensure the 
long-term development of an assessment-literate staff. Beginning at the most gen- 
eral level, state licensing requirements should include explicit expectations of 
assessment competence as a condition for certification as a teacher or administrator. 

Similarly, college programs for teachers and administrators should be encour- 
aged to offer assessment training. Over the decades, higher education has not deliv- 
ered in this area of professional training. 

Admittedly, neither certification standards nor college course offerings are the 
responsibility of district superintendents. But the quality of teaching is. And super- 
intendents cannot assure their communities of high quality until these aspects of 
personnel policy change. If we keep pumping new teachers into the system who 
lack the needed competence, the requirement for local professional development in 
assessment — often an expensive proposition — will never go away. For these prac- 
tical reasons, district superintendents might work through their professional associ- 
ations to lobby state legislatures and higher education to fulfill their responsibilities 
regarding matters of assessment competence. 

Other personnel policy matters hit closer to home. The criteria that districts 
apply when screening and selecting new teachers and administrators should be 
adjusted to reflect an expectation of competence in assessment. The criteria used to 
evaluate ongoing teacher and administrator performance on the job might be adjust- 
ed to include evaluation of the quality of assessments and their use. District staff- 
development policy might be adjusted — at least on an interim basis — to reflect the 
critical need for assessment training, and assessment and professional development 
resources might be channeled to fill that need. 

In short, leadership must create a local personnel environment that expects and 
supports competence in assessment, as well as the effective application of that com- 
petence in the service of student academic well-being. 

Rethinking Other Relevant Policies 

In addition to personnel policy, there are other aspects of district policy that may 
be in need of reevaluation in pursuing excellence in assessment. These include poli- 
cies governing curriculum, communicating about student achievement, and expen- 
diture of assessment resources. 

For example, a school district might codify in both policy statements and regu- 
lations its commitment to a continuous-progress curriculum, along with the integra- 
tion of knowledge, reasoning, skills and product achievement expectations across 
grade levels. 

Regarding policy on communicating about student achievement, it is not uncom- 
mon for district policy manuals to be limited to procedures for report card grading 
and for conducting parent-teacher conferences. These policy statements might be 
revamped to reflect the expectation that standards of effective communication hold 
practitioners accountable for formulating clear messages about student achievement, 



